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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL fif known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The dominating feature of the two-story Walnut Street Theater has always 
been its southern facade. Today after its latest renovation this facade 
has a simple neo-classical dress, patterned after Haviland's renovation of 
the theater in 1828. In the center of the facade is the four-door entrance 
The entrance is framed by two pilasters and a lintel of gray marble, and 
is composed of four recessed double doors, separated by three pairs of 
Ionic columns also of gray marble topped with single garlands. Each of 
these pairs frames a wrought-iron gas light.

The first story wall on either side of the entrance is faced with smooth, 
grooved stone, and in the center of each flanking section there is a 
grounded niche. A belt course separates the first from the second story, 
which is plainly stuccoed, with six casement windows topped with round 
arches which are ornamented each with a garland. Above the windows runs a 
simple cornice and a parapet with alternating sections of balustrades.

The other three walls are stuccoed and virtually featureless except for 
stage doors.

The interior has been extensively remodeled and scant historical integrity 
remains.

Boundary

Beginning at the NE intersection of Ninth and Walnut Streets, proceed East 
5' to the SW corner of the theater, then continue 96' East to the eastern 
wall of the theater, thence North along the theater wall approximately 
135' to the NE corner of the theater, thence West approximately 96' to the 
NW corner of the theater, thence 135' to the SW corner of the theater.

These boundaries enclose the theater itself, alone.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Philadelphia's Walnut Street Theater, at Ninth and Walnut Streets, is 
considered the oldest surviving theater in the United States and, 
according to Professor, cArthur Hi, Quinn, "quite possibly the oldest in 
the English-speaking world." Opened in 1809 as the Olympic Theater, the 
building was originally a circus, but after two years, legitimate theater 
was being presented on its stage. On that stage, Mrs. John Drew, and 
Edwin Forrest, among many others, made their theatrical debut. The 
Walnut has been remodeled several times, most notably in 1828 by the 
English-born John Haviland, and recently its facade has been restored 
toward that classical appearance.

History

When the Olympic Theater opened, Philadelphia already had a long esta­ 
blished theatrical tradition, dating from the productions of Thomas 
Kean and Walter Murray in 1749. This was the first American theater 
company of which there is detailed knowledge, although there were 
earlier productions in the southern colonies. Several theaters in 
Philadelphia antedated the Walnut Street house, notably the First Chestnut 
Street Theater (Old Drury), but these have long since fallen victim to 
fire and time.

When the First Chestnut Street Theater burned in 1820, William Warren and 
William Wood, its joint managers, leased the theater on Walnut Street, 
redecorated it, and operated it for two seasons without conspicuous 
success. In 1828, the theater was extensively remodeled by the English- 
born architect, John Haviland, who had come to Philadelphia in 1816. On 
the Walnut's stage have been presented plays starring most of the major 
figures of the American stage, including; Sarah Bernhardt, Ellen Terry, 
Sir Henry Irving, Richard Mansfield, John Drew, Maude Adams, and many 
others. Chauncey Olcott appeared there during the Christmas holiday 
season for 16 consecutive years. Despite its several remodelings, both 
inside and out, the basic structure of the Walnut Street Theater remains 
as an exceptional illustration of the story of the American theater, both 
past and present.
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